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In this Issue

Hello to our friends and colleagues in the INES project! This

first newsletter of 2004 presents information on how countries
have been using data from PISA (the Programme for
International Assessment) to analyze important policy issues
and questions. The article provides information both on those
results that have garnered the most media attention, as well as

those that have spawned additional analysis, and it explores
what impacts PISA may have had on policy and research in
education in participating countries. It also provides some
information on different national options in which countries
are participating in PISA 2003, and their plans for disseminat-

ing results.

Also included in this issue is a country highlight focusing on
assessment and testing in England. The article provides a
wealth of information on the high-stakes examination pro-
grams in England, including the somewhat newer key stage

exams; the use of school performance tables; and participation
in international assessment activities. The article also discusses
some of the main issues and debates that arise around measur-
ing and documenting pupil performance in England. As usual,
the newsletter also provides updates on Networks A, B, and C,

and the PISA Board of Participating Countries, and a brief
look at what is currently happening in national assessment
programs in member countries.

We thank all those who contributed to the newsletter, includ-
ing Jason Tarsh, from the Department for Education and Skills

for contributing the article on pupil assessment and testing in
England, and Jaap Scheerens and Maria Hendriks of the Neth-
erlands for sharing information on Network C. We appreciate
your efforts in keeping us informed of activities from around
the INES Project. We hope you enjoy the latest newsletter!

Review of
Assessment

Activities

OECD/INES/NETWORK A

Learning from PISA

Last year, data collection for the

second cycle of PISA (the
Programme for Student Assess-
ment), the OECD’s study of the

reading, mathematical and sci-
entific literacy of 15 year-old
students, was completed. Be-

fore results are released from
PISA 2003 in December of this
year, Network A thought it

would be beneficial to examine
the reception to and emerging
impacts of the results from

PISA 2000. So, we asked mem-
ber countries about how PISA
data are being used in their re-

spective countries, what they are
learning about their education
systems, and what is happening

in policy and practice as a re-
sult. We also asked them about
their plans for dissemination of

the 2003 results and if they had
made any national enhance-
ments to their participation in

PISA on which they would be
reporting. This article summa-
rizes the responses from the 10

responding countries: Austra-
lia, Belgium-French commu-
nity, Czech Republic, Denmark,

England, Finland, the Nether-
lands, Slovak Republic, Sweden
and the United States.
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Attention-getting
results
One of the questions we
posed to the newsletter
countries was: which

results have garnered the
most attention? Because
the results of analyses of
PISA data differ across
countries and across dif-

ferent measures, those re-
sults which get attention
may, of course, also differ
and may be related either
to positive news or to ar-

eas which are in need of
improvement, or still to
the extent to which the re-
sults were expected or
not. This was the case

with the newsletter coun-
tries, although some
trends were observed.

For example, one set of
results that received much
attention in multiple

countries was the correla-
tion between students’
socio-economic back-
ground and their perfor-
mance, with students with lower social back-

ground performing relatively less well than stu-
dents whose families have more socio-economic
resources. These findings have been discussed
in Australia, England, and Denmark, where
this relationship was found to be strong; and in

the latter country, this finding has been a pri-
mary topic of conversation. In Denmark, offi-
cials were unpleasantly surprised by the results
that showed that the social background of Dan-
ish students, to a higher extent, determines so-

cial outcomes than in other Nordic countries or
in other top-performing countries like Canada,
Japan and Korea. The respondent noted the im-

plication of the
finding: that Danish
schools are less

efficient in compensating
negative social heritage
than we desire keeping in
mind that ‘equity’ and
‘fair chances for all’ are

core social values in
Denmark.

Other results that received
attention in multiple
countries also related to
differences between dif-
ferent groups of students.

For Australia and Bel-
gium (French commu-
nity), wide variation be-
tween the best and weak-
est students have raised

policy concerns. Similarly,
the low variation PISA
showed among Finnish
students has drawn posi-
tive attention there. In

Finland, however, the pri-
mary concern is the wide
differences favoring girls
in reading literacy. De-
spite their overall strong

performance and low variation, Finland has one
of the largest gender gaps of all OECD coun-
tries, and policy makers are highly concerned
about stimulating the interest, engagement and
self-confidence of boys in reading, which PISA

also showed were correlated with performance.
The underachievement of boys is of particular
concern, not only in Finland but in Australia,
as well. Other student differences countries are
watching with interest and concern are between

students of differing racial or ethnic back-
grounds—for example, Indigenous students in
Australia and immigrant students and those with
a foreign background in Sweden.

Media Meter

The response from our English cor-
respondent included this quick and
interesting analysis, done by
OECD, which shows the amount
of press coverage across some of the
PISA countries approximately one
month after the release of the PISA
2000 data.

Countries No. of pages

Germany 687

Switzerland 149

Canada 93

United Kingdom 88

Japan 84

Australia 54

Spain 53

United States 36

Belgium 32

New Zealand 25

Korea 21

Italy 16

Finland 8
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In the Czech Republic, the differential perfor-

mance of students in reading literacy versus the
other domains (with the former being below the
international average) has been a key story.
Sweden also interestingly noted that some of the
findings that generated the most interest there

originated outside of Sweden. For instance, it
was a Norwegian report that included measures
of discipline in schools in Nordic countries that
sparked numerous news stories and articles on
the conditions in Sweden and action from con-

cerned parents, who called and emailed the Na-
tional Agency for Education in record
numbers.

Preliminary impacts
Although the full effects of PISA on policy, prac-

tice, or research will not been seen for some time,
some of the countries responding to our news-
letter did offer some preliminary reports on the
impacts PISA 2000 is having on these areas.
Australia was very positive about the importance

of PISA, which was described as being “invalu-
able in improving understanding of middle
school achievement” and helpful in corroborat-
ing minimum benchmark standards in literacy
and numeracy in Year 7. In fact, the federal and

state/territory ministers have agreed that PISA
will be a key source for informing progress
against the National Goals for Schooling for the21st

Century.

Both Belgium (French community) and Den-

mark described how the results of PISA 2000
helped to reinforce the previously emerging
trends to focus more in their education systems
on the quality of outcomes. In Belgium (French
community), shortly after the release of PISA
2000, an important law was passed with respect
to educational monitoring. Although, as our
respondent pointed out, the law was prepared
prior to PISA, the comparative information on
French Belgian students helped strengthen the
argument for its necessity and turned around
some reluctant stake-holders. Denmark, simi-
larly, noted that PISA has contributed signifi-
cantly to the focus on the quality of outcomes.
Here, PISA was seen as fitting in to a broad shift,
also evidenced by recent reforms to the curricu-
lum frameworks for primary and lower second-
ary education, which introduced more national
involvement in this previously highly decentral-
ized system. In both these cases, concern with
results—either comparatively lower average per-
formance or relatively sizeable variation between
students—may have helped support the institu-
tionalization of changes already underway.

In a contrasting, though not totally contradic-
tory, situation, the Netherlands noted the rela-
tively lesser activity following the release of  their
national report of the PISA 2000 results
compared with the 1991 IEA Reading Literacy
Study, in which a surprisingly low performance

Edu-Tourism?

One unique contribution of PISA is that, in Finland at least, it has led to a new type of
tourism, reports Pirjo Linnakylä of the Institute for Educational Research at the
University of Jyvskyla. “During the last two years Finnish schools, the Ministry of
Education, research institutes, and teacher training colleges have received hundreds of
visitors from different countries—particularly Germany, Japan, Korea, Sweden,
Denmark, Austria, Switzerland, and England. It has been very interesting to listen to
their stories, how they see our school system and instructional practice and how they
interpret the reasons behind Finland’s success in PISA. Some look for  explanation in
the tradition of oral storytelling and the national epic, Kalevala; others from the small
class sizes or teachers’ autonomy and competence handling heterogeneous groups in
the comprehensive school; and still others from the cold and dark winter nights,
forgetting that summer nights are light and warm.”
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spurred a host of policy actions such as curricu-
lar reform and teacher training.

For at least two countries (and clearly more,
based on the information presented in the next
section), PISA has led to new areas of study. The
French community of Belgium is studying the
relationship of primary school and libraries,

hypothesizing that increased library resources
could help reinforce early competencies in read-
ing. In Sweden, PISA results prompted the
minister to call for an in-depth analysis of the
performance and outcomes for students with a

foreign background. Finland noted that PISA’s
impact—outside the confirmation of the good
(e.g., high performance) and more concerning
news (e.g., the gender gap) and the perhaps less
obvious impacts (see Box 2)—has been in rais-

ing awareness and questions around research and
methodological innovations. For one, there is
an interest in understanding the link between
international and national assessments. Also,
there is a growing interest in looking for socio-

cultural explanations for results and employing
sophisticated multi-level modeling techniques in
analyzing student outcomes.

Like Finland, Australia also described an inter-
est in the linkage of PISA and (in this case) state-
level assessment. In the State of Western Austra-
lia, some of the publicly released PISA items have

been pilot tested with locally developed items.
It is hoped that these items will scale with local
items and give Western Australia the capacity to
link its historical reading scale to the PISA scale.
This effort, it is further hoped, would allow PISA

to penetrate closer to classroom practice and, if
successful, would be followed by similar efforts
with the mathematics and science items in the
future.

Publications from PISA 2000
Many of the countries that participated in PISA

2000 prepared their own reports providing over-
views of the results from the national perspec-

tive. These countries included Australia, Austria,
the Flemish and French communities of Bel-

gium, Brazil, Canada, Czech Republic, Den-
mark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy,
the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portu-
gal, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom,
and the United States. A comprehensive list of
national reports, along with links to the electronic
form of the reports or ordering information, is
available from the PISA website. (The address
for this site and the sites of the other reports
mentioned in this section are summarized in
table 1.)

Some countries also prepared follow-up reports,
analyzing particular issues of interest (such as
previously described) in more depth. Here, we
limit ourselves to reports from newsletter
respondent countries. For example, Australia
reported that several thematic reports are cur-
rently in preparation, including reports on the
performance of Indigenous students, the impact
of geographic location on student performance,
immigrant status and student performance, and
language background and student performance,
as well as a report that compares the results of
PISA and TIMSS. These reports are expected
to be available from the national center for PISA
at ACER. Australia also noted how PISA had
been reported in at least two other government
reports, including one on teaching and teacher
education and one on mapping Australia’s sci-
ence and innovation system.

Sweden recently completed an in-depth analy-
sis of the results for students with a foreign back-
ground and published a report on the topic, with
an executive summary in English forthcoming
this year. Discussions also have begun about ad-
ditional secondary analyses, with possible issues
to explore being connections between computer
use and interest and reading literacy, classroom
factors and reading literacy, and learning strate-
gies and reading literacy from a Swedish per-
spective. Sweden is also making use, as other
countries do, of the existing international publi-
cations—translating and adapting reports or re-
port chapters of interest. For example, officials
are translating the chapter “Improving both qual-
ity and equity: Insights from PISA 2000”
from OECD’s Education Policy
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Analysis 2002 and working on Swedish-focused
reports based on the PISA international thematic
reports on self-regulated learning and on engage-

ment in school.

In the Czech Republic, at least two of the fol-
low-up reports have focused on the assessment
tasks, providing examples of items, examples of
Czech students’ responses, and information for
teachers in working with these type of items and

with literacy assessments. In Denmark, research-
ers used sophisticated techniques to explore the
 issue of peer effects in education. Again, infor-
mation on these reports and those from other

newsletter countries are noted in the resources

table at the end of this article.

Also, in countries with strong regional divisions,

reports focusing on the individual regions were
prepared. For example, in Belgium, researchers
in both the Flemish and French communities
worked with PISA data (which, internationally,
was reported for Belgium as a whole) to pro-

duce reports tailored specifically for their respec-
tive communities. Similarly, in the United King-
dom, there are separate reports for
England, Northern Ireland, and Scotland.

Table 1: Resources

All countries • http://www.pisa.oecd.org/NatReports/cntry.htm
Regional
reports

• Northern Lights on PISA 
(http://www.pisa.oecd.org/NatReports/PISA2000/NorwayNorthernLights.pdf)

Australia • National report and forthcoming thematic reports and TIMSS-PISA comparisons 
(http://www.acer.edu.au)

• Review of Teaching and Teacher Education 
(http://www.dest.gov.au/schools/teachingreview/documents/Main_Report.pdf)

• Mapping Australia’s Science and Innovation System 
(http://www.dest.gov/mapping/main_report.htm)

Czech
Republic

• Tasks for Measuring Reading, Mathematical and Science Literacy 
• Knowledge and Skills for Life: Reading, Mathematical, and Science Literacy of 15 

year-old students in OECD countries
• Results of Czech Students in International Surveys
• Non-Traditional Items or We Read with Understanding 
• http://www.uiv.cz

Belgium
(French)

• Most recent report is No. 13 and 14 of Les Cahiers du SPE
(http://www.ulg.ac.be/pedaexpe/cahiers.html)

Denmark • Education Peer Effects: Quantile Regression Evidence from Denmark with PISA 2000 
Data
(http://www.pisa.oecd.org/NatReports/PISA2000/DenmarkEducationPeerEffects.pdf)

Finland • Well prepared for the future: PISA 2000 in Finland (http://www.jyu.fi/ktl/pisa/PISA-
RAPORTTIscreen.pdf)

• The Finnish success in PISA – and some reasons behind it 
(http://www.jyu.fi/ktl/publication1.pdf)

Sweden • A report on the situation of students with a foreign background 
(http://www.skolverket.se)

United
States

• Outcomes of Learning: Results from the 2000 Program for International Assessment 
of 15 Year-Olds in Reading, Mathematics and Science Literacy

• Highlights from the 2000 Program for International Student Assessment
• A Comparison of the National Assessment of Educational Progress, the Third 

International Mathematics and Science Study Repeat and the Program for 
International Student Assessment 

• Comparative Indicators of Education in the United States and Other G-8 Countries: 
2002

• http://www.nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa/Publications.asp
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but who are not 15 to give a more comprehen-
sive picture of performance in the country and
its regions at this level of schooling. Denmark
adds a sample of 16 year-olds. Because Danish
children begin schooling comparatively late,
policy makers are interested in the comparative
outcomes of the one-year older students, as well.

Three countries also reported adding compo-
nents (or taking up international optional com-
ponents) to student questionnaires. Both the

Czech and Slovak Republics asked students
questions about their educational careers, and
both the Czech Republic and Finland added
items on ICT usage or literacy. Finland also asked
about students’ engagement and diversity in

reading, which was powerful predictor of
achievement, and the Czech Republic added
items about family background.

Finally, in PISA 2003, Australia also sampled
12,000 students to form the 2003 cohort of the
on-going Longitudinal Surveys of Australian

Youth (LSAY). LSAY is a longitudinal study of
the progress of young people between school,
post-secondary education and work. The use of
PISA to establish cohorts under LSAY allows
for more comprehensive information on student

achievement to be collected and linked with stu-
dents’ progress beyond schooling into further
education and employment. Consideration also
is being given to establishing further LSAY co-
horts in future PISA cycles.

Reporting and dissemination
Looking ahead to the release of PISA 2003 data
and results, most of the respondents indicated
that their countries would be releasing a national

report or summary on the same day of the inter-
national release. This includes Australia, Belgium
(French community), England, Finland, Slovak
Republic, Sweden, and the United States. At least
one country, Czech Republic, will participate

in a national press conference and comment on
the international release date but will delay re-
lease of a full report until later a later date. Fin-
land, which will release a short report of about

Finally, our newsletter respondents noted some
interesting regional reports, including two re-
ports  examining results for the Nordic coun-

tries: Northern Lights on PISA, published in 2002,
and Youngsters’ reader profiles (Nuorten
lukijaprofiileja), which is in press. Seven educa-
tion systems also are participating in a further
comparative study being led by the German

Institute for International Educational Research.

Plans for 2003

National options
We also asked our respondents if their countries
were participating in any national options in
PISA 2003 in order to be able to provide addi-
tional information on topics, populations, or
questions of interest. Similar to PISA 2000, most

countries do make some enhancements at the
national level and these enhancements generally
relate to oversampling, sampling additional
populations, or supplementing the question-
naires.

Australia, Slovak Republic and Sweden each
noted that they would be oversampling the

population in order to allow for reporting results
disaggregated for regions or groups of interest.
For example, Australia oversamples students in
the smaller states and territories, as well as
Indigenous students, who comprise only 3 to 4

percent of the population but about whom
information on outcomes is needed since
improving the education of these students is a
high national education priority. Similarly, Swe-
den oversamples schools with a high proportion

of students with a foreign background in order
to allow for analyses that may inform educa-
tional improvements for this growing group of
students. Slovak Republic oversamples students
in order to be able to report results not only for

the country’s 8 geographic regions but also for
the 7 school tracks, or education programs.

Two countries also sample additional populations
to receive the PISA assessments. The Czech Re-
public samples students who are in the 9 th grade
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100 pages on the international release date, plans
to finalize a more lengthy report for release at a
national conference in the second quarter of
2004.

 While most countries are still in the process of
making specific or detailed plans for dissemina-
tion and secondary analyses for PISA 2003,
some countries did share their preliminary plans.
For example, the Slovak Republic—which is
going through this for the first time, not having
participated in PISA 2000—plans to follow up
the national report, which will focus on intro-
ducing the PISA literacy concept and the Slo-
vak educational system outcomes from the in-
ternational perspective, with at least two addi-
tional publications. The follow-up reports, ex-
pected in 2005 and 2006, will address (1) results
by region and school track and (2) the literacy
domains and task/item format and type—the
latter for informing innovation in teacher prepa-
ration and for didactic applications, as well as
possible curricular reform aimed at strengthen-
ing general education in each type of school at

the ISCED 3 level. A report for Czech

Network Updates
Network A
Network A last met on October 21-22 in
Lisbon, Portugal. At the meeting, members dis-
cussed Network A’s long-term data strategy;
reviewed the indicators proposed for Education
at a Glance (EAG) 2004; discussed the work of
the Network A/C Task Force on Teaching and
Learning; and received a report on the outcomes
of the ICT literacy assessment feasibility study.

With regard to the long-term data strategy, the
discussion focused both on issues that relate
broadly to a data strategy for INES and those
that relate more specifically to the future of
PISA. Members discussed such questions as:
what data do we need to be collecting in the
future, what skills will students need, and what
target populations are of greatest interest? The
Network A Secretariat is redrafting a formal

strategy for the Network, in accordance with the
conversations during the plenary meeting, which
emphasized an outcome-driven nature, explain-
ing how different activities fit together in a big-
ger picture, and not neglecting components

such as communication and reporting, and in
accordance with developments in the BPC’s Stra-
tegic Development Group.

Members also discussed the draft text and fig-
ures for the Network’s chapter on learner out-
comes in EAG 2004, which included three new
indicators (i.e., trends in reading literacy in 4th

grade, 15 year-old students’ engagement in
school, and engagement and academic perfor-
mance) and three repeat indicators (i.e., reading
literacy in 4 th grade in 2001, and reading literacy
and mathematical and scientific literacy of 15

year-olds in 2000). This combination of new and

Republic, Hungary, Poland and the Slovak Re-
public also is under consideration. Another ex-
ample of a country with advanced plans is Swe-
den, which has a variety of ideas about pos-
sible products from PISA 2003. These include
a report comparing PISA, TIMSS and national
tests; a handbook for reading and understand-
ing the national report with sections targeted

to different stakeholders (e.g., teachers, stu-
dents, school heads); a second Northern Lights
study; a report on the items (including p-val-
ues, framework classification, etc.); a trend re-
port for reading and mathematical literacy; and

articles in Swedish professional journals.

In Denmark, although exact plans are un-

certain, our newsletter respondent noted that
the release of the PISA 2003 results will be

closely coordinated with those of the Pilot
Review to Examine Quality and Equity in

School Outcomes, a project being conducted
in conjunction with the OECD. A strategy to

plan for dissemination around both these
activities is being prepared this summer.
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Task Force on Teaching and Learning on March
22-23.

Network B

Network B last met on February 3-5, 2003 in
Madrid, Spain. Eighteen countries were repre-

sented, as well as the
OECD Secretariat and
delegates from Eurostat.

As we reported in the last
newsletter, at this meet-
ing, members discussed
issues related both to
EAG indicators and to de-

velopment work ongoing
in five key areas: educa-
tional attainment; con-
tinuing education and
training (CET); equity, in-

cluding social outcomes;
transition from education

to work; and rates of return to education.

Of note, members reviewed a report on the de-
velopment of a CET module, which is to serve

as a set of guidelines for the development of in-
ternationally comparable indicators on CET

based on data collected via household surveys.
Countries were invited to submit comments on

the open issues in the report. Network B also
discussed the development work on Young
Adults with Low Levels of Education (YALLE),

a data collection effort coordinated by the Swed-
ish Secretariat that surveyed 20 to 24 year-olds

who have not attained ISCED level 3 and who
are enrolled neither in an education nor in a

work-study program. Based on results from the
pilot study in 8 countries, members had decided

at their previous meeting to continue with
YALLE and recommended that it should be in-

corporated in regular OECD data collections.
At this meeting, it was decided that Sweden

would conduct a new data collection using the
pilot data collection as a template. Finally, stem-

ming from a presentation on PISA-L, members

repeat indicators was both to be more respon-
sive to the desire at OECD to move toward pro-
viding a more comprehensive picture of com-

petencies in each edition of EAG and to cover
the different work areas in the INES conceptual
framework related to Network A.

At this meeting, members
also welcomed Irwin
Kirsch from the Educa-
tional Testing Service

(ETS), the head of the
ICT expert group, who
gave a presentation of the
outcomes of the study to
assess the feasibility of ad-

ministering an assessment
of ICT literacy in PISA us-
ing the newly developed
framework and pilot plat-
form and instruments. He

described the goals of the
study, the materials developed for use in the
study, how the feasibility study was conducted,
and finally what the results and lessons learned
were. Although the Network was very compli-

mentary of the quality of the work, especially
under the tight timeline ETS and its partners
were working under, it was later determined by
the BPC that the cost of full implementation of
the assessment in 2006 was prohibitively high.

Finally, the Network reviewed the draft strategy
paper of the Task Force on Teaching and Learn-

ing, which presented a three-pronged strategy
for collecting relevant information for INES:
(1) an expansion of Network C’s existing indi-
cators; (2) a teacher survey across ISCED levels
on teachers’ attitudes, characteristics and percep-

tions; and (3) additional development work to
elaborate a more long-term plan for collecting
information on the impacts of teaching.

The next meeting of Network A will be in
Lucerne, Switzerland on March 18-19, preceded
by a meeting of the BPC on March 15-17 and
tentatively to be followed by a meeting of the

Did you know... ?

You can find information about
Network A’s membership and activities,
as well as meeting records dating back
to 1994 and all previous issues of the
Network A newsletter on the NCES
website at: http://www.nces.ed.gov/
surveys/international/INES/. Check it
out! And, if you have any comments or
suggestions, please don’t hesitate to let
us know (mstephens@air.org).
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decided that a small task group would work on
suggestions for harmonizing school leaver sur-
veys and longitudinal surveys.

Network B will next meet in Canberra, Australia
on February 9-11, 2004. At this meeting, mem-

bers will review progress in the different devel-
opment areas, as well as review an overall strat-
egy paper for Network B and specific workplan
for 2004. Specifically with regard to CET, mem-
bers will be updated on countries’ comments to

the report on the CET module and will review
the revised report and recommendations for data
collection and possible inclusion in EAG 2005.
Members also will discuss how to measure and
present information related to the equity dimen-

sion of labor market and social outcomes; po-
tential future indicators from the YALLE study
and on social outcomes of education, as well as
proposed indicators for EAG 2004; and updates
on work related to transitions from school to

work.

Network C

In the period July to December 2003, Network
C’s main activities have focused on finalizing the
report from the International Survey of Upper

Secondary Schools (ISUSS), planning and data
collection for indicators for EAG 2004, and re-
viewing the work related to the Network A/C
Task Force on Teaching and Learning. Network
C last met in Korea on November 18-20, 2003.

At this meeting, Network C members discussed

the outcomes of the INES priority rating exer-
cise for the activities within the remit of the Net-
work, as well as the implications for its work,
and it was agreed that the Network should pre-
pare a formal program of work for the next 3 to

4 years. This program of work will be structured
according substance (e.g., indicators on the sys-
tem, school, and classroom teacher level, with
reference to malleable and antecedent condi-
tions) and main data sources (e.g., national sta-

tistics/panels, surveys, secondary analysis of in-
ternational data sets, and—in the long term—
perhaps observation studies). The Network C

Secretariat will produce a first draft of the plan
early in 2004 and send it to members for com-
ment.

The Network also decided to postpone the in-
ternational launch of the ISUSS report, initially

planned for July 2003, until January 2004. This
decision was taken in order to expand the sec-
tions on policy conclusions and to arrange an
effective launch and publicity. In the meantime,
countries which had participated in ISUSS be-

gan working on individual national reports, and
Denmark, Norway, Finland and Sweden collec-
tively prepared a Nordic report.

Also at the meeting, members discussed the con-
tent of Chapter D of EAG 2004. Rather than a
succession of indicators, members thought that

the Network C chapter should attempt to paint
more of a joint picture of its theme. The Net-
work endorsed the proposals for the indicators
on decision-making and the three core Network
indicators (teachers’ working and teaching time,

instructional time, and salaries). Additionally, the
Network proposed to prepare an indicator based
on data from ISUSS. New indicators for 2004
will relate to admission/grouping/placement
policies and feedback from stakeholders. With

regard to indicators on decision-making, the
Network decided to focus on changes in the pro-
file of decision-making (level and mode) be-
tween 1998 and 2003, and to first analyze those
aspects that experienced changes. With regard

to the core Network C indicators, the Network
was asked to reconsider their definitions in the
light of the definitions proposed in the OECD
Handbook for Internationally Comparative Sta-
tistics of Education, and the Eurydice data and

definitions on teacher working conditions and
pay.

Regarding the work of the Task Force, Network
C members provided a general endorsement of
the overall strategy paper and endorsed further
preparatory work in both the areas of attitudes
and expectations and teaching effectiveness. The

Network had a lengthy discussion on the pro-
posal for a teacher survey, facilitated through
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organization into working groups on the topic.
One of the main concerns among Network C
members was that, while a cross-ISCED survey

was highly desirable, a survey at ISCED level 2
was thought to be more feasible. A second main
concern was related to the scope of the survey
and whether or not it should be limited to per-
ceptions and attitudes. Members of Network C

supported a broader survey including informa-
tion on teaching practices and strategies and on
teachers’ background characteristics, and offered
specific suggestions in this vein. To proceed, the
Network C Secretariat will improve the

substance of the proposal for the survey on
teacher attitudes and expectations, starting with
the policy areas the activity is intended to inform
and presenting discussion on pros and cons of
different options relating to the ISCED level and

links to PISA and the strategy more broadly. In
doing this, the Network C Secretariat also will
ask advice of the people working at the CERI
project Attracting, Developing and Retaining Ef-
fective Teachers.

The next meeting of the INES Network C will
be in Greece (dates to be confirmed).

Board of Participating Countries

The PISA Board of Participating Countries
(BPC) last met in Lisbon, Portugal in October
2003, in conjunction with the Network A meet-
ing. The meeting agenda was quite full, with

items related to PISA 2000, 2003, and 2006.
Related to PISA 2000, members reviewed the
recently published thematic reports and those
in preparation, established plans for further ana-
lytic work, and discussed how to facilitate multi-

lateral cooperation in the analysis of PISA re-
sults. With regard to PISA 2003, the current
cycle, the BPC discussed establishing a strategy
for the development of thematic reports,

reviewed the implementation of the assessment
and compliance with technical standards, and
established a policy for the public release of PISA

2003 assessment material. Related to PISA 2006
and beyond, members reviewed progress with
the development of the PISA 2006 science lit-
eracy framework, finalized the contractual ar-
rangements for PISA 2006, and decided on fu-

ture perspectives for the integration of ICT com-
ponents into PISA, as well as on the applications
of non-OECD countries to participate in PISA
2006—15 of which were accepted at the time.
With regard specifically to the ICT work, mem-

bers decided that the costs for implementation
of the proposal would be prohibitively high and
instead requested a new call for tender for an
ICT component, which would have a reduced
scope of work that would focus on adding value

to the assessment of science knowledge and
skills.

The BPC also elected several new officers for
the chair and vice-chair positions and created the
position of Special Advisor, individuals who also
will collectively serve as the PISA Executive
Group. Ryo Watanabe from Japan was elected

as the new chair of the BPC, and Dianne
Pennock from Canada and Anita Wester from
Sweden were confirmed as vice-chairs. Gerard
Bonnet from France also was nominated for the
next vice-chair position available. And finally, in

recognition of his contributions and leadership,
the outgoing chair, Eugene Owen, was invited
to serve as the Special Advisor to the BPC, a role
in which he will provide counsel on long-term
strategic development and new work areas, as

well as guidance on maintaining the scientific
integrity, operational feasibility, and sustainability
of PISA over time.

The next BPC meeting will be held in Lucerne,
Switzerland on March 15-17, 2004.
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Country Highlight: Pupil Assessment in England

Prepared by Jason Tarsh

This article is, I hope, an informative, broad-brush
account of the situation regarding assessment and
the curriculum in England, which also seeks to cap-
ture the flavour of some of the related debates and
research. It is not offered as an official or definitive
description, and any opinions that are expressed are
my own views and should not be taken as necessarily
representing those of the Department for Education
and Skills ( DfES).

In education, the UK has never been a unitary
state, and especially not at the school level. Scot-
land, joining in 1707 with the Act of Union, has

always had its own system and Northern Ire-
land, created in 1921 following independence
for Southern Ireland, still retains fully selective
secondary schools. So, this article will focus on
England although, with recent increased devo-

lution of government—including power over
education—to Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland, the UK now shows some striking inter-
nal contrasts in education policy, including in
pupil assessment, and the final section describes

these briefly.

The English system in outline

England has a population of around 49 million

and a school population of around 8 million,

with the average size of each age year around

600,000 pupils. (And it is pupils we would never

say students, which we reserve for post-16s).

There are around 24,000 schools in England.

In the state (maintained) sector there are roughly

18,000 primary and 3,500 secondary schools

(the 21,500 total including some 400 middle

schools), plus about 2,500 independent (private

but, confusingly also known as public) schools

that can be primary, secondary or all-through.

The independent sector is small: currently about

8 percent of pupils aged 11-15 are in these

schools (though they account for a rather higher

proportion of 16-18 year olds, “sixth-form-

ers”)—a proportion that has remained pretty

much stable over the 1990s. These schools re-

ceive no government subsidy1 and necessarily

cater to well-to-do families. They also are, at sec-

ondary level, a high-attaining sector in terms of

pupil attainment, as our own exams and PISA

showed.

Primary education starts at age 5 2 and carries on

to age 11 when all pupils then transfer to sec-

ondary schools which can be either 11-18 or 11-

16. We have just a few middle schools. In the

latter case, the pupils who “stay on”—16 being

the end of compulsory schooling—transfer to

the sixth form of an 11-18 school, a Sixth Form

College or a Further Education College.3

Almost all secondary schools in England are

comprehensive, having changed, starting in the

mid-1960s under the then Labour government,

from a previously tripartite system4 based on

selection tests at age 11 (the 11-plus).5 There

are, additionally, some 164 grammar schools,
which select pupils at age 11, still using the 11-
plus, and which now account for about 4 per-

1 This is in contrast to, for example, France where fees at

private lycées are heavily government subsidised. Independent
schools in England, however, do receive certain tax benefits as

charitable institutions.

2 The English terminology refers to Years rather than grades so
age 5/6 is Year 1, age 6/7 Year 2 through to age 10/11,

which is Year 6, the end of primary. The first year of second-
ary school is then Year 7 and ends at age 15/16, which is Year
11. Thus, the TIMSS 14 year-olds were in grade 8 but English

Year 9, and the PISA sample covered Years 10 and 11.

3 Sixth-form and further education colleges are administered

and funded as a separate sector from the schools and consist of
some 397 further education colleges and 45 sixth-form

colleges.

4 The three parts were: grammar schools, secondary modern
schools and technical colleges. The technical colleges were

always a small, residual sector although the intention had been
that they would be a significant third, vocational sector.
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cent of secondary pupils. It is local education

authorities (some 150 in England) and part of

elected local government bodies  (councils) that

determine whether their schools are compre-

hensive or selective. Ten LEAs have chosen to

remain fully selective,6 with a fair number of

other LEAs having one or a few grammar

schools in an otherwise comprehensive system.

In the 1960s, 70s and much of the 80s, Educa-

tion Department officials would speak of the

schools as a “national system, locally delivered”

with the centre having little power and the

schools being run largely by LEAs. Assessment

was similarly decentralised. There were two high-

stakes national pupil assessments:  GCE (Gen-

eral Certificate of Education) Ordinary level (O-
levels) taken at age 16, supplemented in the mid-

1960s by CSEs,7 and GCE Advanced level (A-
levels) taken at age 18/19. For both, the syllabi

and grading were determined by private exami-
nation boards. The boards were originally created

by consortia of universities and had a strong re-

gional focus (e.g., one covered the north and

midlands, another covered the south) and

tended to be the main examining body for the

schools within their respective regions, although

schools could use any board’s exams if they

wished.

The Conservative (Margaret Thatcher) govern-

ments of the 1980s introduced radical and

wholesale change, most notably with major leg-

islation in 1988, which meant central govern-

ment taking much more power over the schools

and LEAs while requiring LEAs to devolve

much of their previous power and control over

resources to individual schools.  The most no-

table of the reforms were the introduction of a

statutory national curriculum from ages 5 to 16

with four Key Stages (5-7, 7-11, 11-14 and 14-

16) and the introduction of Key Stage Tests at

ages 7, 11 and 14, in addition to the already re-

organised GCSE (General Certificate of Second-

ary Education, which had replaced the previously

separate O-levels and CSEs) at age 16.

Pupil Examinations
O-levels/GCSEs and A-levels
Both these high-stakes exams have existed since

the late 1940s, albeit with O-Levels being trans-

formed into GCSEs, as described above. The ex-

ams are taken in individual subjects and a pupil

gets a public grade in each (in contrast to the

French and German grouped exams with pass

or fail and unpublished marks). The GCSEs run

on a scale from A*, A, and B down to G, and A-

levels range from A to E.8 Pupils typically take

around seven GCSEs and those who go on to

A-level would typically take three subjects, but

some take just two and others four or more.

Pupils have some choice after age 14 in which

individual subjects they study, with the National

Curriculum subjects of English, maths, science

and ICT being compulsory. However, they have

complete freedom in which individual subjects

and which combinations of subjects they take

GCSE exams, although almost all pupils would

take maths and English GCSE. At  A-level the

system has long ceased to be specialised, and

there really is very little limit to the diversity of

subjects with, for example, French, biology and

geography entirely feasible.  In practice, since

A-levels are the main academic qualification for

5 The 11-plus tests consisted essentially of tests of IQ and basic

skills, with the content decided locally.

6 As with the German Länder, there are marked variations in the

proportions of pupils in the grammar schools in the fully
selective areas, ranging from 26 to 46 percent.

7 O-levels were seen as catering for the grammar school stream,

the top 30 percent or so of the ability range. CSEs were created
in the mid-1960s to meet a demand from the increasing

numbers of secondary modern pupils wanting to acquire
qualifications.
8 In certain subjects, such as maths, there are three “tiers” for

curriculum, exams and grades and, for example, the lowest tier
in maths would not cover algebra. This approach is intended to
cater to differences in ability and to give less able pupils an
incentive to tackle a difficult subject. The highest grade available
on the middle tier is B and on the lower, D, so they do overlap.
Pupil grades would not show which tier they had taken.
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entry to a degree course (although, unlike for

example France and Germany, they do not con-

fer a right of entry and equally a university can

waive any such entry requirement), pupils plan-

ning to go on certain degree subjects will take

certain subjects (maths, physics and chemistry

being a long-established choice). But there are

many degree courses, especially in the “new” so-

cial sciences (psychology, business studies, ac-

countancy), as well as in established subjects like

law, where there are typically no subject require-

ments.

While GCSEs and A-levels are national exams,

they are, as noted above, designed and set by

private, examination boards. These boards are,

however, overseen by a DfES “Non-Departmen-

tal Public Body” agency, the Qualifications and

Curriculum Authority (QCA), as part of the

1988 reforms. Starting in the mid-1980s, the

boards started to compete nationally for schools

to take up their exams and, since they are, to a

limited degree, commercial organisations, they

have an incentive to expand their market share.

This might be one cause of the great variety of

exam subjects and subject syllabi that there now

seems to be.

Based on take-up, the most widespread govern-

ment-led recent innovation at 14-18 has been

the introduction of General National Vocational

Qualifications (GNVQs) at three levels, the up-

per two essentially matching GCSE and A-lev-

els. These are in vocational subjects such as busi-

ness studies, tourism, etc. Much more recently,

and as part of a continuing concern over pro-

viding high status vocational qualifications, the

government has introduced vocational GCSEs.

Key Stage Exams
Briefly, the current system has six main levels of

attainment, numbered simply 1 to 6.  Each year

all 7, 11 and 14 year-olds are tested in maths,

English and science (although there are no for-

mal science tests at age 7) with additional, op-

tional subjects at age 14.  In addition to the writ-

ten tests, which are externally marked, each child

also is assessed by their teacher in the three sub-

jects and so has two grades, which need not be

the same.

DfES has set specific levels which it expects pu-

pils to reach: Level 2 and above at KS 1 (age 7),

Level 4 and above at KS 2 (age 11, the end of

primary school) and Level 5/6 at KS 3 (age 14).

When the Levels were first set, they were explic-

itly aspirational and, for example, fewer than half

of 11 year-olds reached the expected Level 4

when the first KS 2 exams took place in 1995.

Table 2 shows overall trends in key stage exams

over time.

As well as the statutory Key Stage tests, there are

also additional, optional tests for use by schools

to assess pupil progress within Key Stages and

which most pupils take.  More recently, and as

part of its Key Stage 3 Strategy (ages 11-14), DfES

has introduced further such optional tests in-

cluding a Year 7 Progress Test in English and

maths, which is aimed at pupils who did not meet

the expected standard at the end of KS 2.9

School Performance Tables
Closely entwined with all our national tests are

what are officially school performance tables but

which are usually referred to in the media as the

“school league tables.”10  Launched in 1994, and

then just for secondary schools, these now show,

for each named primary and secondary school,

the proportions of their pupils achieving the vari-

ous Key Stage Levels at KS 2 and 3 (but not 1)

and, at secondary level, the proportions achiev-

ing various combinations of numbers and grades

at GCSE and A-level.

9 In 1998 the Department also introduced statutory baseline

assessment for all new 4 or 5 year- old pupils. This is for
individual diagnostic purposes and there are no national tests

but all of the 90 or so different tests currently in use must be
centrally approved.

10 The official tables publish the results of the schools in

alphabetical order and so are not ranked.
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There have been periodic calls for the tables to

move to a value-added basis, that is, to allow for

pupils’ prior attainment, initially by using a proxy

measure for social disadvantage such as Free

School Meals eligibility since true longitudinal

prior attainment measures have only recently

become available.  Following extensive develop-

ment work, DfES published the first value-added

tables for secondary schools in 2002 and for pri-

mary schools in 2003. A second round of KS 2

to KS 3 and KS 3 to GCSE tables have been

published even more recently.

International assessments
England, whether as England or the UK, has

taken part in all the recent international pupil

assessments, with the exception of the 1991 IEA

Reading Literacy Study.11 This apparent desire

in England for international comparative infor-

mation seems to go back a long time, indeed

back to Victorian times and now as then, prob-

ably partly stems from long-running concerns

about the country’s international economic com-

petitiveness.

In both TIMSS 1995 and 1999, England per-

formed well in science but was only average in

maths, and thus was one of a sizeable group of

countries with contrasting performance in the

two subjects. This maths-science divide also held

for primary maths, which would normally be

taught by the same science teacher, leading some

to suggest that curricular factors might have

played a part in the results. However, it is also

possible that primary teachers are more at ease

with teaching science than maths. In the two

more recent literacy studies, PISA and PIRLS,

England did pleasingly well although there are

no precedents to judge how far we might have

progressed nor indeed to suggest why we did

so well in reading.

The various international assessment results cer-

tainly had major press coverage on the day of

their release and, in PISA and PIRLS, this was

very much celebratory rather than looking for

bad news. However, at the same time, there also

was little attempt to suggest or analyse why we

had performed as we did. In TIMSS 1995, the

focus was very much on the only average per-

formance in maths and the particular weakness

in arithmetic, with the science ranking probably

under-played. As so often, the press coverage was

probably closely influenced by what was imme-

diately accessible to the general reader, and short-

comings in arithmetic are naturally newsworthy.

Academic interest in the studies has been disap-

pointingly limited  and has not prompted much

in the way of debate and further analysis. The

11 See the Times Education Supplement, 16 October 1992,

which discusses possible and contrastig reasons why England
did not take part (available from author, J. Tarsh).

Table 1:  Percentage of primary pupils achieving the expected levels in
Key Stage 1 (age 7) and Key Stage 2 (age 11), 1995-2003

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003
KS 1
Reading 78 78 80 80 82 83 84 84 84
Maths 78 82 84 84 87 90 91 90 90
KS 2
English 49 57 63 65 71 75 75 75 75
Maths 45 54 62  59* 69 72 71 73 73
Science 70 62 69 69 78 85 87 86 87

* A new, mental arithmetic test was introduced in this year. 

Note: KS 1 tests were introduced in 1991, KS 2 in 1995 and KS3 (not shown) in 1993. The new (Labour) government 
in 1997 set KS 2 targets of 80 percent achieving at or above Level 4 in English and 75 percent in maths by 2002. 
These targets were not met. There are now revised targets of 85 percent at or above Level 4 and 35 percent at Level
5 by 2004 for both English and maths. 
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UK academic community does, though,

embrace two leading critics of such studies!

The public and policy debate over
assessment
Assessment and curriculum issues have proved

to be frequent sources of public debate and con-

troversy in England. That is probably an intrin-

sic feature of these topics, and it is difficult to

say whether the debates are more intense here

than elsewhere. What does seem clear is that, in

a centralised and quite centrally directed system,

national government and its agencies are always

directly implicated and the debate is necessarily

a national one. Furthermore, there is a lot of

documentary and statistical information to de-

bate about! There is, some might say, also still a

continuing echo in the current debates of the

controversies sparked off by the educational radi-

calism of the 1960s.

Briefly, the long-standing and recurring issues

have tended to be over:

• “Standards.” One persistently debated ques-

tion is how far the trends in pupil attainment

recorded by statistics are genuine and how

far they instead reflect the impact of, for ex-

ample, changes in curriculum content,

changes in methods of assessment (e.g.,

coursework, accounting for 20 percent of

the marks in GCSEs;  modular assessment;

and the use  of contextualised questions

proving contentious), and teaching to the

test.12 The debate here is fairly continuous

but also tends to follow a cycle with a peak

just after the annual publication of the GCSE

and A-level results each August. Table 3

charts the long term progress of GCSE at-

tainment in England.

• Subject breadth, particularly at ages 16-18.

Some in the education community are look-

ing to make post-16 study of some subjects,

such as maths, compulsory or to move to

an English baccalaureate where pupils have

to take a wider range of subjects than now,

albeit with some as minors.13

• Specific subjects in the curriculum. Other ma-

jor issues are, for example, whether pupils

should have to study foreign languages or

science post-16, what the role of studying

Shakespeare in the English  GCSE should

be, and recently, whether pupils’ choices in

history A-level were overly dominated by

study of World War II.

• The burden of testing, on schools, teachers and
on pupils. It has recently been argued, with-

out real documentary evidence, that English

12 There have been various studies of “standards” over time but

none that has been definitive enough to end the debate. See, for
example, The Guardian, 18 December 2003,  “Doubt cast on

primary pupils’ progress,” for a press account of a very recent
official research report on primary standards. Another, closely
related QCA study included a very interesting account of

public, academic and teacher perceptions of whether “stan-
dards” had changed over time. See supplemental table for

details.

13 On this issue, some recently published research sponsored by
QCA, which sought to compare the demands of A-levels and
the International Baccalaureate , concluded that, insofar as

they could be compared, one was not obviously more
demanding than the other.  See, for example, The Guardian,

29 December 2003, “A-level tests knowledge better than bac.”
There are also AS levels, deemed to be of A-level standard but
involving a shorter period of study. These were introduced as a

means to promote greater subject breadth, but they have had
only limited take-up by pupils.

Table 2:  Proportion of school-leavers/15-year-olds getting five 
or more GCSE A*-Cs or equivalent, selected years, 1963 to 2003

Year Percent Year Percent Year Percent
1963 16 1985 27 2001 50
1965 20 1988 30 2002 52
1970 23 1990 35 2003 53
1975 23 1995 44
1980 24 2000 49

NOTES: 1998 was the first year of the GCSE examinations.  Beginning
in 1988/89, the statistics switched from a basis of school-leavers (of any 
age) to 15 year-olds.

SOURCE:  DfES.

The relatively flat trend between 1965 and 1987 has been attributed by 
some commentators to a policy of tacit norm-referencing by the exam-
ination boards although others have denied that this took place. Interes-
tingly, A-level grades and the proportions of higher degree classes also 
took off in the 1980s although perhaps not in the expected order, with 
degree class rising first, followed by A-level, and then GCSE!
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pupils are “the most tested in the world” and

that the KS 1 tests are unacceptably stressful

for 7 year-olds.  The government has reaf-

firmed its view that “testing is here to stay”

and that tests are a means to securing higher

pupil attainment and to addressing the needs

of the socially disadvantaged.

• School performance tables. These tables have

been a continual source of dispute for, let it

simply be said, the usual reasons that seem

to occur in any country where this is a live

issue. The recent publication of the value-

added tables seems not to have ended the

controversy despite many within the schools

having previously called for just this method.

Three other issues deserve mention although

they are not so high profile.

The widespread use of national examinations in

employee selection is a testament to their con-

tinued economic significance but, at the same

time, there has also been a boom in the use of

other forms of employee selection by psycho-

metric tests and the like. Some recent research

(e.g., Wolf and Jenkins, see the supplemental

table) found that employers were giving increas-

ing weight to psychometric tests and this re-

flected a perceived greater need to make the right

choice of recruit but also some loss of faith in

academic qualifications.14

In the past, commentators have noted what

seemed to be inappropriate use of exams in em-

ployee selection and some researchers have con-

cluded that what employers (and university se-

lectors) are looking for from testing is ever finer

rankings within the conventional elite groups

rather than seeing exams and grades as ways of

identifying talent across a wider range of ability.

This has been reflected in the assessment sys-

tem with, in the early 90s, the splitting of the

GCSE “A” grade into A* and A. There also have

been more recent calls from some universities

for the A-level A grade to be split yet again. It is

relevant here that the standard system-level per-

formance indicator used in many official publi-

cations (and echoed in most other commentary

on school performance) is the proportion of pu-

pils gaining “five or more GCSE A* to Cs.”15

Finally, England has recently introduced a fully

longitudinal system of tracing pupils through

the school system using a unique pupil identi-

fier. The resulting Pupil Level Annual Schools Cen-
sus (PLASC) will allow much better analysis than

previously of pupil progression and hence the

impact of attainment at one age on attainment

later. One limitation though is the lack of infor-

mation on pupils’ personal and family circum-

stances with the main measure being eligibility

for Free School Meals, a rough proxy for low

income.  We are, however, hoping as an ad hoc

exercise, to draw on the much more extensive

SES information on the pupil sample in PISA

2000 by linking this to the pupils’ Key Stage 3

results.

Comparisons within the UK
It might be thought that with four constituent

territories, there would be scope for useful com-

parative education work within the UK. In prac-

tice this has not been the case, probably partly

reflecting England being by far the largest of

the four so that it might not seem to be useful

14 There is often ambiguity in employers’ views on the role of

qualifications and, by implication, the schooling they are

certifying.  Thus a very recent statement by the CBI, our main
employers’ organisation, commenting on proposed reforms to

16-19 assessment says: “Employers recruit an individual
person, not primarily a qualification. School leavers’ qualifica-
tions may not necessarily reflect the competencies required for

work. Many of the qualities employers look for when
appointing a young person are difficult to measure in terms of

qualifications – for example, personality, attitude and

flexibility. Factors such as interest, enthusiasm, willingness to
learn and ability to do the job take precedence over qualifica-

tions in employers’ recruitment criteria.” See: http://
www.cbi.org.uk/ndbs/press.nsf/

0363c1f07c6ca12a8025671c00381cc7/
1181c5a7e963413280256e270054e996?OpenDocument
15 It is debatable whether GCSE grades below C, and certainly

below D, have any real currency either in employment or in
access to further education.
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comparator after all.  Furthermore, there have

not been marked differences in attainment

within the UK as far as can be judged.16  Per-

haps illustrating all this and also the strength of

feeling that assessment issues can arouse, follow-

ing the recently introduced government devo-

lution, the new Wales and Northern Ireland as-

semblies have decided to end the publication of

school league tables and also to end testing of

primary pupils.17 The Scottish Executive is cur-

rently considering taking the same route. So we

now have different parts of the same country

reaching sharply contrasting policy views on

these matters—a new light, this, on learning

from others!

16 Scotland and Northern Ireland have traditionally outper-

formed England at GCSE although, for Scotland, this

dependson an assumed equivalence between Scottish
Standard grades (their GCSE-counterpart) and the English

GCSEs. In the international assessments, England performed
better than Scotland in PIRLS 2001 and better in TIMSS

1995 at age 14 in science (but not in maths), although there
was no virtually no difference in scores in PISA 2000.
17 A new interim report for the Welsh Assembly (the
Daugherty report) is now proposing also ending external tests

at KS 3. See http://www.learning.wales.gov.uk/scripts/fe/
news_details.asp?NewsID=1123.

Current Assessment Activities

Among the countries that responded to our re-

quest for information, several countries de-

scribed activities for national assessments related

to development, data collection, and reporting

that occurred between June and December 2003

and currently are ongoing.

For example, assessment-related development

and test construction activities include the fol-

lowing examples.

• In Australia, work is progressing on national

sample assessments in primary science, and

in information and communication technol-

ogy skills and civics and citizenship at both

the primary and secondary levels. The first

national sample survey of primary school sci-

ence was conducted in the second half of

2003 and will be conducted every three years.

Results of this assessment are expected to be

available in the first half of 2004. The first

national sample civics and citizenship assess-

ment will take place in late 2004 and ICT in

late 2005. These will complement assess-

ments at the state/territory level, which are

described in the next section.

• In the Slovak Republic, test construction is

occurring for two important measures of

learning outcomes: (1) the national assess-

ment of the knowledge and skills of students

in the 9th grade of compulsory education in

Slovak language and mathematics, which

will occur this month; and (2) the Maturita
examinations, which are the leaving exams

for the end of secondary education.

• In Sweden, test construction is an ongoing

activity, undertaken by university institutions,

for the national testing program. This

program is based on the national curriculum

and syllabi and is intended to support teach-

ers’ evaluations of students’ strength and

weaknesses and to evaluate the extent to

Stop Press
Two very recent major DfES commissioned re-

ports by external bodies on curriculum and as-

sessment have just been published and are use-

ful guides to many of the current debates and

possible future directions of policy. The interim

report of the Working Group on 14-19 Reform

(the “Tomlinson Review”) and the Smith report

on school maths. The Smith report includes

detailed discussion of GCSE and A-levels and

employers’ views of qualifications. See the

Supplemental Table for URLs for the

downloadable reports.
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which students have reached national goals

and hence ensure fair and equal grading

throughout the country. Test construction
activities include item construction and pi-
loting, data collection and analysis, develop-
ment of scoring instructions, and standard
setting. The timing of the tests are in the
spring for 11 and 15 year-olds and both au-
tumn and spring for student in primary
school.

• Also in Sweden, the National Agency for
Education recently released an item bank of
materials to support teachers’ assessment of
students. The bank includes materials for
subjects in the national tests, including Swed-
ish, English, and mathematics, as well as
other subjects such as French, German, Span-
ish, physics, biology, and vocational subjects.
The items in the bank can be used for diag-
nostic as well as summative purposes, and
complements the national tests in the over-
all process of assessing learning.

Data collection and reporting activities included
the following.

• In Australia, each state and territory con-
ducts assessments of student performance in
literacy and numeracy at years 3, 5, and 7 on
an annual basis. This testing, which usually
occurs sometime in the second half of the
year, occurred in August in 2003. The re-
sults of these assessments are “equated” so
that nationally comparable results can be re-
ported. This yearly National Report on School-
ing in Australia can be accessed at http://
www.curriculum.edu.au/anr/index.html.
However, it should be noted that the latest
version available is the report covering the
year 2000.

• In 2003, Belgium (French community)
tested 7th-grade (secondary) students on their
competencies in sciences. The paper-and-
pencil test consisted of both multiple-choice
and open-ended items. This effort is part of
the French community of Belgium’s volun-
tary national testing program, which is or-

ganized for one grade level and one subject
each year. The purpose of the tests, which
most schools participate in, is to provide
teachers with formative information—the
tests are given at the beginning of the school
year—about the level of achievement and
knowledge of their students. Between June
and the present, related activities included fi-
nal preparation of the tests, administration
of the tests in schools, marking of a repre-
sentative sample of tests by researchers, re-
port preparation, and the development of di-
dactical suggestions for teachers (e.g., in the
form of  brochures, booklets, and other
documents).

• Denmark administered its annual national
examinations (which include oral and writ-
ten components) in 9 th and 10th form in June
2003. The results of these examinations are
reported to the Ministry of Education, in-
cluding information on the average grades
for each school. The latter statistic is owing
to a government initiative to provide public
information on “raw” scores—that is, with-
out any modifications relating, for example,
to the socio-economic intake of the school—
a policy which has been subject to debate.
Denmark also plans to participate in OECD’s
Pilot Review to Examine Quality and Equity
in School Outcomes, which will involve in-
depth analysis and review team visits around
the topic of outcomes and related activities.

• In Finland, the National Board of Educa-
tion carried out assessment of students’
achievement in mother tongue and literature
(both in Finnish and Swedish) in the 6th

grade of basic comprehensive school. This
sample-based national assessment found
that, among other results, there was varia-
tion between girls in boys in reading, linguis-
tic skills and writing – though overall aver-
age performance was good. Variation in
teachers’ grading practices also was revealed.

• In the Netherlands, students in the last year
of primary school are preparing for exami-

nations, which are occurring this month and
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which will determine to which level of sec-
ondary school they will go. Secondary school
students will take centralized examinations

later in the year in May and June.

• The Slovak Republic is currently analyzing

the results from its 2003 assessment of 9th

grade students’ knowledge and skills in the

Slovak language and in mathematics.

• Data collection for several activities was un-
derway in the United States roughly dur-

ing this period. The National Assessment of
Educational Progess’ (NAEP) Technology
Rich Environments (TRE) study, which
ended in May 2003, examined 8 th-grade stu-
dents’ abilities to explore and synthesize
scientific information online. This was a
complement to two previous components,

including writing online and mathematics
online. Beginning in October 2003 and con-
tinuing through May 2004, NAEP will be
conducting its long-term trend assessments
in reading and mathematics for 9, 13, and
17 year-olds. Later this year, NAEP also will
pilot a foreign language assessment in Span-
ish in approximately 200 high schools
throughout the country.

• The United States also released several re-
ports during the period, including the results
of the NAEP 2003 reading and mathemat-
ics assessments for the 4th and 8th grades, as
well as the results of a the Trial Urban Dis-
trict Assessments in reading and mathemat-
ics, which was conducted in 9 large
urban districts throughout the country.

This newsletter is published under the auspices of Network A. Network A, which is primarily con-
cerned with indicators of learner outcomes, is one of several working groups that are part of OECD’s
international Indicators of Education Systems (INES) Project. The newsletter is prepared by Eugene
Owen (Network A Chair) and Maria Stephens and Bela Shah of the American Institutes for Research
with contributions from Network A members. The newsletter was designed by Charmaine Llagas.

Supplemental Table on Resources

Entity Web address and notes
Department for 
Education and 
Skills (DfES)

• http://dfes.gov.uk/index.htm (home page)
• http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/performance (how schools can use assessment for school improvement)
• http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk (information for parents)
• http:///www.dfes.gov.uk/performancetables (data)
• http://www.dfes.gov.uk/primarydocument (“Excellence and Enjoyment,” publication from July 2003 that sets

out the Department’s primary strategy and launches a new, three-level target setting regime for primary 
schools)

• http://www.14-19reform.gov.uk (Tomlinson review)
• http://www.mathsinquiry.org.uk/index.html (Smith report)

Qualifications and 
Curriculum
Authority

• http://www.qca.org.uk (home page of agency responsible for overseeing curriculum and assessment; note: 
few research publications currently available on-line)

• http://www.qca.org.uk/products/95_6300.html (URL for the “Massey” study of standards over time)
Assessment
Reform Group 
(ARG) and related

• http://www.assessment-reform-group.org.uk (home page of group of English academics who promote the 
use of formative, versus summative, testing)

• http://www.edweek.org/ew/ewstory.cfm?slug-27blackbox.h21&keywords-Olson (article on ARG)
• http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/EPPIWeb/home.aspx?page=/reel/reviews.htm#DfES (recent “systematic review” of the 

impact of summative assessment and tests on students’ motivation for learning)
Critics • http://www.ioe.ac.uk/hgpersonal/ (web-site for Harvey Goldstein, well-known education academic and 

persistent critic of school league tables and international assessments)
Centre for the 
Economics of 
Education

• http://cee.lse.ac.uk/index.html (home page)
• http://cce.lse.ac.uk/publications.htm (articles by Wolf and Jenkins on employer use of selection tests and 

implications for academic qualifications: DP12, DP27 and DP 29; also by Wolf: Growth Stocks and Lemons: 
Diplomas in the English Market Place, Assessment in Education , 4(1) 1997)

Other Collection of recent press articles and related published material on some of the issues discussed in the article 
available from the author (jason.tarsh@dfes.gsi.gov.uk).
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